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FEDERAL  COMMUNICATIONS  COMMISSION 

Consumer  Assistance  Program 

agency:  Federal  Communications  Commission. 
action:  FCC  Consumer  Program. 

summary:  The  Consumer  Assistance  Office’s  Program 
represents  a  blend  of  existing  programs,  future  programs 
now  in  the  planning  stages,  and  a  long-range  forecast  of 
programs  to  be  tried  in  the  future. 
date:  May  14. 1980. 

FOR  FURTHER  INFORMATION  CONTACT.  Zora  Brown,  Consumer 
Assistance  Office,  Federal  Communications  Commission 
(202)  632-7000. 

I.  CONSUMER  AFFAIRS  PERSPECTIVE 

In  1976,  the  Consumer  Assistance  Office  (CAO)  was 
created  to  provide  a  direct  channel  of  communication 
between  the  Commission  and  the  public.  The  Consumer 
Assistance  Office  serves  as  the  focal  point  within  the  FCC 
for  responding  to  a  variety  of  written,  telephone  and  walk-in 
requests  for  information  and  assistance  from  individual 
consumers.  CAO  has  the  responsibility  for  facilitating 
participation  in  the  Commission’s  decisionmaking  processes. 
CAO  participates  in  the  development  and  review  of  FCC 
rules,  policies,  programs  and  legislation. 

Presently,  CAO  assists  in  the  administration  of  an  FCC- 
wide  consumer  budget  of  approximately  $7  million  through 
its  liaison  committees  and  other  mechanisms.  Each  Bureau 
has  primary  responsibility  for  its  own  budget  and  expends  a 
portion  for  consumer  programs  such  as  complaint  handling. 
“plain-English”  publications,  training  programs,  travel  to 
public  participation  workshops  and  meetings,  and  for  other 
methods  of  outreach.  During  fiscal  year  1980,  the  FCC  budget 
was  $77.2  million;  the  FCC-wide  consumer  activity  budget 
was  approximately  $7.7  million;  the  Consumer  Assistance 
Office  budget  was  $644,000. 

CAO  employs  professionals  and  paraprofessionals  with 
varied  backgroimds  in  consumerism  and  communications. 
The  staff  includes  such  positions  as:  Consumer  Assistance 
Officer;  Deputy  Consumer  Assistance  Officer;  Consumer 
Assistance  Specialists;  Contact  Representatives;  Writer- 
Editors;  Attorneys  and  Paralegal  Specialists:  Secretaries  and 
Clerks.  As  needed,  CAO  will  obtain  the  services  of  experts 
in  various  areas  of  consumer  assistance.  The  Consumer 
Assistance  Office  has  an  outreach  and  information 
coordination  activity  on  behalf  of  disabled  consumers. 

The  Consumer  Assistance  Office  advises  and  assists  the 
Chairman,  Commissioners,  Bureaus  and  Offices  with  respect 
to  public  participation  and  consumer  assistance  matters. 
CAO  provides  a  consumer  perspective  to  decisionmakers  in 
the  FCC  on  critical  issues.  CAO  is  a  focal  point  for 
organizing  briefings  for  international  groups,  schools, 
licensees,  and  other  organizations.  In  coordination  with  the 
program  bureaus  and  offices,  CAO  communicates  the 
Commission’s  regulatory  requirements  and  proposed 
requirements  to  FCC  licensees  and  the  general  public.  CAO 
develops  and  recommends  strategies  and  new  initiatives  for 
solving  problems  when  communicating  with  consumers  of 
communications  services.  CAO  develops  “plain-English” 
materials  explaining  FCC  proposals,  policies  and 
requirements  and  shares  responsibility  for  FCC  publications 
management.  CAO  participates  in  the  development  and 
review  of  FCC  rules,  policies,  programs  and  legislation.  For 
example,  when  a  consumer-related  issue  should  be  raised  in 
a  proposal  for  public  comment,  CAO  will  often  raise  the 
issue  for  inclusion  in  the  proposal.  CAO  receives  advance 
copies  of  all  open  meeting  agenda  items  (which  are  staff 


recommendations  of  proposed  Commission  action).  CAO 
schedules  agenda  brieBngs  with  all  Divisions  of  Public 
Affairs  Office  to  apprise  the  staff  of  rulemakings  which  may 
have  a  consumer  impact.  CAO  is  experimenting  with  a 
program  for  improving  the  FCC’s  consumer  communications 
mechanisms,  using  low-cost  modem  equipment.  CAO  will 
propose  a  plan  to  automate  field  offices’  consumer  contacts 
and  a  plan  for  improved  dissemination  of  information.  CAO 
will  assist  in  training  the  field  office  contact  representatives 
in  handling  consumer  communications. 

II.  CONSUMER  PAR’nCIPA'nON 

The  Consumer  Assistance  Office  develops  and  implements 
policies  and  objectives  to  encourage  active  participation  in 
policymaking  proceedings  by  the  consumers  of 
communications  services,  with  a  goal  of  insuring  that  the 
FCC  has  the  beneBt  of  the  broadest  range  of  information  and 
viewpoints  in  its  decisions.  To  accomplish  this  goal,  CAO 
carries  out  a  number  of  programs.  Typical  of  CAO’s 
programs  are  these: 

•  CAO  maintains  liaison  with  individual  consumers  and 
organizations  of  consumer  concerned  with  FCC  regulatory 
activities  insining  a  continuous  exchange  of  views  and 
information  on  matters  of  common  interest.  CAO  maintains 
liaison  with  other  government  agencies  on  consumer 
education  and  public  participation  matters. 

•  CAO  aims  to  promote  increased  understanding  of  the 
concerns  and  viewpoints  of  consumers  of  communications 
services  at  all  levels  within  the  Commission. 

•  CAO  conducts  and  attends  regular  discussion  sessions 
with  consumer  groups,  informing  them  of  the  Commission’s 
top  issues  and  how  they  can  effectively  participate  in  the 
Commission’s  rulemaking  process. 

•  CAO  has  primary  responsibility  for  implementing  the 
Commission’s  consumer  participation  in  rulemaking 
program,  drawing  on  the  resources  and  expertise  of  other 
Bureaus  and  Offices  as  needed. 

•  CAO  conducts  Public  Participation  Workshops,  an  on¬ 
going  series  of  skills  building  sessions  for  consumers, 
informing  them  of  major  matters  before  the  Commission  and 
telling  consumers  how  they  can  effectively  participate  in 
shaping  the  outcome  of  those  major  matters. 

Some  future  programs  are  underway  at  this  time.  For> 
example,  CAO  will  continue  to  work  with  the  General 
Counsel’s  Office  to  propose  new  guidelines  for  simplifying 
the  comment  and  petition  filing  procedure.  Coordinating  with 
the  Office  of  the  Secretary,  CAO  will  propose  a  procedure 
for  notification  to  acknowledge  receipt  of  petitions  and 
comments.  CAO  will  study  a  proposal  to  install  an  800 
telephone  line,  enabling  consumers  to  file  complaints  and 
inquiries.  CAO  will  consider  an  alternative  proposal, 
installing  an  800  telephone  line  with  a  recording  of  the  FCC’s 
weekly  meeting  agenda. 

III.  INFORMA'nON  MATERIALS 

CAO  has  a  strong  information  program,  including  these 
initiatives: 

•  CAO  publishes  Feedback  (a  plain-English  summary  of 
the  major  consumer  notices  before  the  Commission),  as  well 
as  Actions  Alert  (a  weekly  status  report  of  the  top  issues 
before  the  Commission),  and  other  information  publications. 

•  CAO  distributes  the  FCC’s  Open  Meeting  Guide;  * 
Sunshine  Agenda;  *  and  other  materials  informing  consumers 
of  Agency  procedures. 
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•  CAO  publishes  new  bulletins  and  procedure  manuals  in 
plain-English  and,  where  appropriate,  in  a  bilingual  format. 

•  CAO  uses  the  mass  media  and  other  forms  of  media  as 
an  appropriate  distribution  channel  for  information  about 
proposals,  policies,  and  decisions.  In  addition  to  newspaper 
distribution,  CAO  makes  distribution  by  using  such  vehicles 
as: 

(1)  Sunday  Newspaper  Supplements;  (2)  Video  and  Audio 
Tapes  Programs;  (3)  Ethnic  Media  (i.e..  Black,  Hispanic,  and 
other  special  interests);  (4)  Public  Service  Announcements; 

(5)  Edited  Tapes  of  Major  Commission  Meetings;  (6) 
Participation  in  Public  Affairs  Forums. 

•  CAO  distributes  such  publications  as:  Consumer  Notices 
(periodic  bulletins  which  give  information  about  Commission 
activities  which  are  of  primary  interest  to  the  public.) 
Feedback  (A  "plain-English”  summary  of  the  major 
consumer  related  proposals  before  the  Commission.)  FCC 
Information  Bulletins  (A  wide  range  of  information 
publications  describing  FCC  services  and  activities.) 
Procedure  Manual  (A  pamphlet  outlining  the  respective  roles 
of  the  industry  we  regulate,  offering  advice  to  the  consumer 
on  how  to  participate  in  FCC  activities.)  Curriculum 
Materials  (A  set  of  consumer  communication  course 
materials  used  to  illustrate  skills  required  for  participating  in 
FCC  proceedings. 

CAO  is  considering  new  information  programs.  For 
example,  CAO  will  explore  the  possibility  of  purchasing 
advertising  space  in  the  telephone  directory  yellow  page 
supplements  to  publicize  the  availability  of  CAO’s 
information  services. 

CAO  will  aid  in  the  production  of  FCC’s  Field  Operation 
Bureau’s  information  bulletins.  CAO  will  aid  FOB  in  the 
distribution  of  Sunshine  Agenda,  news  releases,  and  public 
notices.  A  facsimile  machine  has  been  installed  at 
headquarters  and  Field  OfBces  to  expedite  delivery  of  major 
agency  decisions  to  other  parts  of  the  country.  CAO  will 
assist  FOB’S  public  information  specialists  in  conducting 
training  sessions  for  FOB  contact  representatives. 

IV.  EDUCA’nON  AND  TRAINING 

'The  Consumer  Assistance  Office  is  responsible  for 
informing  other  Bureaus  and  Offices  of  the  assistance 
available  from  CAO  for  consumers  seeking  information  and 
assistance. 

CAO  staff  receives  training,  as  needed,  in  consumerism, 
complaint-handling,  citizen  participation  techniques  and 
outreach  methods. 

CAO  personnel  receives  training  by  attending  classes 
when  offered,  by  attending  consumer  affairs  conferences, 
professional  development  seminars,  and  by  participating  in 
programs  aimed  at  enhancing  consumer  affairs/ 
participation.  Workshops  have  played  an  integral  part  in 
CAO  training  by  providing  the  staff  with  a  knowledge  of  the 
kinds  and  types  of  assistance  expected  by  the  public. 

Other  offices  within  the  Commission  with  responsibility 
for  implementation  of  rules  and  oversight  provide  technical 
assistance  to  consumers.  A  portion  of  the  Public 
Participation  Workshops  is  set  aside  to  discuss  technical 
assistance  needs.  CAO  also  employs  bi-lingual  staff  to  aid 


'  A  Guide  to  Open  Meetings  is  a  pamphlet  designed  to  help  those 
individuals  attending  Commission  meetings  to  understand  what  is  taking 
place  during  the  meeting;  who  is  participating  in  the  meeting;  and  what 
conduct  is  expected. 

^The  Sunshine  Agenda  lists  the  titles  and  briefly  summarizes  those  items  to 
be  considered  during  the  Commission  meeting.  The  Sunshine  Agenda  is  issued 
seven  days  prior  to  the  meeting  date. 


those  individuals  having  difficulty  communicating  with  the 
Commission. 

V.  COMPLAINT  HANDLING 

The  Consumer  Assistance  Office  has  a  low-cost,  modern 
system  for  facilitating  timely  and  responsive  replies  to  all 
complaints  and  inquiries.  The  reports  generated  by  the 
system  provides  decision  makers  at  the  FCC  with  accurate 
information  about  areas  of  frequent  complaints  and 
inquiries. 

A  complaint  handling  coordinator  has  been  identified  in 
all  Bureaus  and  oversees  the  timely  response  to  all 
complaints  and  inquiries. 

The  FCC  receives  three  types  of  complaints  and  inquiries: 
written,  telephone  and  walk-in.  A  reasonable  amount  of  time 
for  responding  to  written  inquiries  is  10  days;  telephone,  24 
hours;  and  for  walk-ins,  the  staff  tries  to  provide  response 
immediately.  The  complaint-handling  system  provides  for 
logging  and  follow-up  mechanisms.  The  coordinator 
regularly  makes  a  check  for  trends  and  areas  of  frequent 
complaint.  When  a  trend  is  recognized,  the  complaint 
coordinator  recommends  that  Commission  action  be  taken  to 
offset  any  major  problems. 

The  complaint/inquiry  coordinator  collects  statistics  on 
complaint  and  inquiry  activity  and  provides  CAO  with  a 
report.  A  descriptive  narrative  accompanies  the  statistical 
report  and  includes  specific  nature  of  the  complaint  and 
suggests  action  that  can  be  taken  to  correct  problem  areas. 
Federal  Communications  Commission. 

William  ).  Tricarico, 

Secretary. 
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